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The Emmaus Road story may be one of the all-time favorite stories in the Bible. I’ve been fascinated with it for years, and I have the hunch that it has enormous possibilities for teaching us much that we need to know in the spiritual life. I don’t ever tire of hearing this story, and I’m guessing that the same is true for you. 
What is it about the Emmaus Road story that keeps drawing us? It’s like a good photograph or painting. You can keep looking at the picture year after year, and it continues to evoke feelings or new awareness—from the smile, the brown eyes, the smooth complexion, the tilt of the head, the dimple, the wrinkles. If we look at the picture long enough, it will keep revealing new qualities, new perspectives. When you look at the famous painting of the Mona Lisa, I am told that her eyes will be following you wherever you stand in the room.
There’s a painting of the Emmaus Road in our church’s Tillman Classroom. Three people walking along a road. What’s the big deal about that? It’s so ordinary. That’s probably part of the reason we like this story. It’s an ordinary picture, an ordinary story about ordinary people.
There were two disciples, walking along a road. One was named Cleopas, the other had no name. It could have been Peter, or maybe it was Fred. They know what has happened in the past three days. Jesus had been crucified and buried. They know that some of the disciples went to the tomb and found it empty. They fear that Jesus has disappeared, which could mean that his movement has come to nothing. 
While they are talking about these things, a stranger walks up. They don’t know that it’s Jesus, but we do. He listens to their conversation and then tells them from scripture that the anointed one was to suffer and be raised again. They listen, still rather numb from grief. But they pay attention to the stranger who is talking; they see his animation and feel his energy as he talks. 
Since it is getting late in the day, they invite the stranger in. "Stay with us, for it is evening." They sit down to eat. The stranger took bread and blessed it. Suddenly they knew him in the breaking of the bread. Then he vanished. They head back to Jerusalem and tell the other disciples what had happened. 
It’s such a simple story, but the detail is rich. Reynolds Price calls it "the perfect story." (A Palpable God) We can fix our eyes on the scene---the light, the road, the trees, faces, the hands raised, the bread, the epiphany moment when they recognize him. Then he’s gone.
Stories have a way of touching us at points of our interest and need. I am drawn now to two aspects of the story. First, I am struck by the way God seems to take delight in grabbing hold of ordinary people. If I had written this story, I think I would have had Jesus showing up at the home of somebody rich and famous, perhaps one of the influential political leaders. But God has a habit of moving toward ordinary folks, regular people walking along a road, like Cleopas and Fred. 
These two fellows obviously felt a kinship with Jesus. They invited him into their home and offered him hospitality. But I wonder if behind their invitation was a longing to spend time with Jesus. Maybe they needed some of his energy to rub off on them. They urge him to "stay with us." Then over the meal, they said their hearts began to burn when they discovered that it was Jesus. "We knew him in the breaking of the bread." Ordinary people experiencing Jesus’ presence over a meal. Here is another reason ordinary mealtimes are so important. It’s another reason the Lord’s Supper is so important. Through breaking bread together, ordinary people encounter the living Christ. 
The second aspect of the story that grabs me now is the comment these two ordinary disciples make to Jesus: "Stay with us, for evening is at hand." "Stay with us" is more than an invitation to spend the night. "Stay with us" also means, "Don’t leave us." They wanted Jesus to remain with them, to stay close, so they could lean on him and listen to his words. As one writer said, they wanted "a Lord they could see, and hear, and touch, and they liked it that way. And wouldn’t we like that way too—a God with skin, with a smell, with a humanity we could hang on to. Stay with us. Stay, stay. But he died; he went away...and it was never the same again." (Barbara Brown Taylor, Mixed Blessings, p. 43)
We can plead with Jesus to stay with us, but he won’t stay. He won’t stay put. He keeps moving. We may not like it. We’d rather keep him nearby. It’s the feeling the disciples had on the Mount of Transfiguration, or the feeling we had here on our Easter morning mountain. We want to stay on it. Stay with us! But Jesus keeps moving on.
We say "Stay with us." But then Jesus is gone. And that is part of the rhythm of the spiritual life. We want the Holy One to stay at our elbow, hand us the bread, hang around. "We need you nearby, just in case we need questions answered, or wounds healed. We need you here to lean on, to bask in your presence." (from Barbara Brown Taylor) But like the Emmaus evening meal, it ends. He moves on, and we are left with a memory, a feeling, a story, a longing.
We keep begging Jesus to "Stay with us." Stay put, stay the same, stay with us. But he keeps moving on. Barbara Brown Taylor says that our chorus is "Stay with us," but Jesus’ refrain is "Follow me"! As he moves on out, he’s looking back to us, saying "Follow me. Here’s the path, the Way." 
Then it seems that he disappears into the crowd of humanity; and we are left searching the crowd for his face. We may see his face in the face of a child, an old woman with wrinkles, in the face of a homeless person at the soup kitchen.
I remember the prayer of an old woman at a soup kitchen in Washington, DC. She was a long-term volunteer, and she prayed this blessing before the people came through the serving line. "Lord, help us to treat you right today. Help us to treat everybody right today, because Lord, we believe you’ll be coming through this line today. Help us to recognize you and treat you right."
Jesus told us, "I was a stranger, and you welcomed me." (Matthew 25:35) That’s what happened on the Emmaus Road. Jesus was in disguise, and he was welcomed. And to this day, we still look for Jesus. He’s in disguise, behind the face of someone in the soup line, or standing by the bus station, or even on the same seat with you.
Let me tell you a story, which some of you have heard before. There was once a famous monastery that had fallen on hard times. In days past there was a lively vibrant spirit; but now people no longer came there to be nourished by prayer. A handful of old monks shuffled through the cloisters and praised God with heavy hearts.
On the edge of the monastery woods, an old rabbi had built a little hut. He would come there from time to time to fast and pray. No one ever spoke with him; but whenever he appeared, the word would be passed from monk to monk: "The rabbi walks in the woods." And, for as long as he was there, the monks would feel sustained by his prayerful presence.
One day the abbot of the monastery decided to visit the rabbi and to open his heart to him. After the morning Eucharist, the abbot set out through the woods. As he approached the hut, the abbot saw the rabbi standing in the doorway, his arms outstretched to welcome him. It was as though he had been waiting for him. The two embraced like long-lost brothers.
After awhile the rabbi asked the abbot to sit with him at the wooden table with the Scriptures open. They sat there for a moment in the presence of the Book. Then the rabbi began to cry. The abbot then covered his face and began to cry too. For the first time in his life, he cried his heart out.
After the tears had ceased, and all was quiet, the rabbi lifted his head, "You and your brothers are serving God with heavy hearts," he said. "You have come here to ask a teaching of me. I will give you a teaching, but you can only repeat it once. After that, no one must ever say it aloud again." 
The rabbi looked straight at the abbot and said, "The Messiah is among you." There was silence. Then the rabbi said, "Now you must go."
The abbot left without a word and without looking back. The next morning the abbot called his monks together in the chapter room. He told them he had received a teaching from "the rabbi who walks in the woods," and this teaching was never again to be spoken aloud. Then he looked at each of the brothers and said, "The rabbi said that one of us is the Messiah."
The monks were startled. "What could it mean?" they all thought. "Is Brother John the Messiah? Is Father Matthew…or Brother Thomas? Am I the Messiah? What could this mean?
They were all puzzled by the rabbi’s teaching. But no one ever mentioned it again.
As time went by, the monks began to treat one another with a very special reverence. There was a gentle, wholehearted, human quality about them now which was hard to describe but ease to notice. They began now to study the Scriptures as people who were looking for something. Visitors began to come in numbers, moved by the life of the monks. And once again, young men were asking to become part of the community.
In those days, the rabbi no longer walked in the woods. His hut had fallen into ruins. But somehow or other, the old monks who heard his teaching felt sustained by his prayerful presence. (from William Bausch, Storytelling, Imagination and Faith)
At the entrance to most monasteries is a sign that says "All who come here are to be welcomed as Christ."
On the road, on our journey, we never know when the person we meet will be Jesus himself. We may want him to stay with us. We may know him in the breaking of the bread. But don’t expect him to stay put. He’s on the road to the next place of need. And he’s looking back to us, saying "Follow me."
So may it be. Amen.
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